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ABSTRACT
This qualitative study demonstrates the kinds of pedagogical pitfalls that are
included in simplistic understandings of child-centeredness in the context of
media education, an emerging field of early childhood teacher education with
only a little empirical research done so far. Course diaries from 15 preservice
teachers were analyzed to find answers to the question: How do preservice
teachers approach child-centered education in the context of media education?
The main findings can be summarized as follows. First, preservice teachers
approached child-centeredness as an all-encompassing principle that guides
early childhood education. Second, media education-related issues  beliefs
about children and media, ambiguity of media literacy, and insecurity about
oneself as a media educator  appear to bolster views of children as self-driven
learners, and teachers as mere facilitators who do not have an active role in
children’s learning processes.
Keywords: child-centered education, early childhood education, media
education, media literacy, teacher education.
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INTRODUCTION
This qualitative study demonstrates the kinds of
pedagogical pitfalls that are included in simplistic
understandings of child-centered education in the
context of media education, an emerging field of early
childhood teacher education with only a little empirical
research done so far. The empirical setting of the study
is a compulsory media education course for first-year
university-based early childhood education preservice
teachers. The course design included a two-day moviemaking workshop in a local kindergarten. The motive to
study preservice teachers’ perceptions of child-centered
education was data-driven: While the concept was not
included in the course syllabus, the participants
expressed an explicit desire to be child-centered (media)
educators carrying out child-initiated (media education)
pedagogies. Quite often child-centered education meant
minimal intervention into children’s actions. To
understand this phenomenon better, participants’ course
diaries  in which they explain their pedagogical
decisions during the course  were analyzed to seek an
answer for the following research question: How do
preservice teachers approach child-centered education
in the context of media education?
In this paper, child-centeredness is understood to
refer to an underlying educational philosophy wherein
child-initiated pedagogy is conceptualized as one
approach for implementing that philosophy into practice
(see also Tzuo, 2007). Put differently, childcenteredness refers to an understanding that the child
and her/his ways to be should be at the very core of
educational choices and decisions (Georgeson et al.,
2015). Child-initiated pedagogies, in turn, refer to actual
practices in which children’s voices, views, wishes, and
experiences are used as starting points for pedagogical
activities (Helavaara Robertson, Kinos, Barbour, Pukk,
& Rosqvist, 2015). Throughout the remaining paper,
when applicable, child-centered education is used as an
umbrella term to avoid unnecessary repetition of the
concepts.
BACKGROUND
Child-centeredness and child-initiated pedagogies
are trending themes in contemporary early childhood
education (e.g., Helavaara Robertson et al., 2015;
Miglani, Subramanian, & Agnihotri, 2017; Perrern,
Iljuschin, Frei, Körner & Sticca, 2017; Rajab & Wright,
2018; Sak, Tantekin-Erden, & Morrison, 2010;
Sriprakash, 2010) and they are cherished especially by

the younger generation of teachers (Broström,
Johansson, Sandberg & Frøkjær, 2014). Proponents of
child-centeredness have argued that instructional
practices that support child-initiated activities promote
children's learning and development in numerous areas
including social and cognitive skills (Kinos, Robertson,
Barbour, & Pukk, 2016; Robson, 2016) and, thus, childcentered beliefs are claimed to be a strong indicator of
teacher quality (Hur, Buettner, & Jeon, 2015).
These viewpoints are easy to agree with and,
therefore, it is not a surprise that child-centeredness and
child-initiated pedagogies are common keywords in
early-years curricula across the globe (e.g., Finnish
National Board of Education, 2016; Niland, 2009;
Sriprakash, 2010; Tzuo, 2007). Nevertheless, childcenteredness and child-initiated pedagogies are by no
means unproblematic concepts. Take the statement
about the correlation between child-centered beliefs and
teacher quality, for example. The use of word “belief”
implies that child-centeredness and child-initiated
pedagogies are not built around actual but perceived
characteristics of the child. These views, according to
critics, are often illusionary and de-contextualized
(Hempel-Jorgensen, 2015; Langford, 2010; Uprichard,
2008).
An illustrative example of de-contextualized
discourses is the way children are treated as a
homogenous group in relation to digital media in public
discussions. Terms such as “touch screen generation”
(Rosin, 2013), “iPad generation” (Donnelly, 2016), and
“iGen” (Twenge, 2017) have been recently used to refer
to the children born in 2010 and after. Regardless of the
name, all these representations are based on a view that
due to the digitalization of children’s lifeworld, this socalled “child 2.0” differs not only from adults but also
from children of previous generations. This dichotomy
is apparent in Prensky’s (2001) nearly 20-year-old claim
of children being “digital natives” who are native
speakers of the digital language of computers and the
Internet, and thus think and process information
fundamentally differently from their predecessors,
whom Prensky calls “digital immigrants.” Alongside
these techno-optimistic views, children have also long
been represented as victims of the mediatized and
digitalized society in public discussions (Selwyn, 2003).
Why these discourses matter is that they are widely
accepted by early childhood teachers. In-service
teachers have considered children to be born-competent
digital media users (Roberts-Holmes, 2014) and even
young preservice teachers (PST) born in the mid-1990s
(who, thus, are Prensky’s digital natives themselves)
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have made explicit distinctions between themselves and
children whom they consider as the “real digital natives”
(Mertala, 2019). In these views, children’s learning is
conceptualized as an independently occurring process,
as children are “just picking it up” when it comes to
mastering digital media (Plowman, McPake & Stephen,
2008, p. 303). No active teacher participation is
required; it is enough that children are simply provided
digital devices and contents with which to operate.
Views of children as self-directed learners and beliefs of
learning taking place in children’s interactions with their
environment are common in child-centered education
(e.g., Chung & Walsh, 2000; Oelkers, 2002; Rajab &
Wright, 2018).1
These views have faced a notable amount of
criticism. First, these views treat all children the same
and leave no room for cultural, historical, or individual
differences (Langford, 2010; Uprichard, 2008).
Additionally, when children are considered to be selfdriven learners, the role of teacher is typically
constricted to a mere “facilitator” or “stage manager”
who is supposed to be working from “behind the scenes”
rather than as an active participant in the knowledge
construction (Langford, 2010, p. 113; see also Helavaara
Robertson et al., 2015; Hytönen, 2008).
RESEARCH CONTEXT AND DESIGN
The empirical context of this paper was a
compulsory European Credit Transfer System (ECTS)
two-credit2 course, titled Digital Media in Learning and
Teaching, for which I was the teacher. The objective of
the course was to provide the participants with
theoretical and practical insight into why and how to
conduct media education in early childhood education.
Media education, as defined by Kupiainen and
Sintonen (2009), is goal-oriented interaction involving
the educator, the educatee, and media culture. The goal
of this interactive process is media literacy (Kupiainen
& Sintonen, 2009). In this interpretation, media is not
approached only as devices and applications one should
master, as the concept of media culture also includes
values, cultures, tastes, and relationships related to
media (Hodkinson, 2017). Accordingly, the use of the
term “literacy” instead of “skills” or “competences”
implies a broader form of education about media that is
not only about mechanical skills, but suggests a more
These views are typically located in Rousseau’s and Piaget’s
works (Chung & Walsh, 2000; Oelkers, 2002; Rajab &
Wright, 2018).
1

rounded, humanistic conception (Buckingham, 2015
that includes critical thinking as well as cultural and
social dispositions or tastes (Buckingham, 2009; Nixon,
2003). Drawing on Green’s (1988) 3D model of literacy,
these scopes can be conceptualized as operational,
critical, and cultural dimensions of media literacy (see
also Marsh, 2017). To put this idea into context, a child
can learn about and become interested in a particular
digital game due to peer influence (cultural dimension),
and while this child may be able to download and play
the game (operational dimension), it does not mean that
he or she would be able to critically evaluate how gender
and/or ethnicity is represented in that game (critical
dimension). Due to this ambiguity, media literacy
should not be understood as something one either has or
has not, but rather as a set of situated and contextual
abilities (McDougall, Readman, & Wilkinson, 2018).
Media education is also an emerging field in both
teacher education (Cherner & Curry, 2019; Gretter &
Yadav, 2018; Meehan, Ray, Wells, Walker & Schwartz,
2015; Tiede & Grafe, 2016) and early childhood
education (Sefton-Green, Marsh, Erstad, & Flewitt,
2016). Given the rapid mediatization and digitalization
of contemporary societies, it has been emphasized that
institutional education should support children’s media
literacy via media education (European Union, 2009).
The recently reformed Finnish National Core
Curriculum for Early Childhood Education (Finnish
National Board of Education, 2016) has answered this
call by including media education as one of its learning
areas. The task of media education is seen as supporting
children’s opportunities to be active and to express
themselves in their community. Media content in
relation to children’s lives, including its veracity, is
reflected by children with the aid of the educators.
Through this process, the emergent source and media
criticism evolve. Play, drawing, and drama are examples
of child-centered methods for exploring media-related
themes (Finnish National Board of Education, 2016).
Despite the seeming incompatibility between the
abstractness of media literacy and the hands-on
traditions of early childhood education, the literature
contains various cases in which these two elements have
been successfully integrated (e.g., Leinonen & Sintonen,
2014; Mertala, 2020; Salomaa & Mertala, 2019). Most
recently, Salomaa and Mertala (2019) reported on a
project in which Finnish kindergarten children’s critical

2

Two ECTS credits equals 54 hours of work.
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game literacy (a subset of media literacy) was supported
by having the children design their own games through
drawing and crafting. Many of the designs were hybrids,
whereby the children combined elements from existing
games with their own creative ideas. For example, some
of the girls replaced male main characters with female
ones, which can be regarded as an example of critical
emerging media literacy, as leading characters in video
games are predominantly male (Williams, Martins,
Consalvo, & Ivory, 2009). A prerequisite for such
practice is that children feel that their media-related
dispositions, values, and tastes are accepted and
appreciated by the teacher. For example, children’s
interest in media-related fighting themes and role-plays
has been found to be a problematic topic in early
childhood education: Teachers are often dismissive of
anything that portrays even a semblance of violence, and
children learn to remain silent about these themes and
play them in hiding (Lehtikangas & Mulari, 2016). In
other words, if the child knows that the teacher would
not approve a fighting-themed game idea, he or she will
not draw and/or craft one, in contrast to the various
fighting-related game ideas in Salomaa and Mertala’s
(2019) study. This notion highlights the importance of
understanding media education not only as an isolated

subject but also as the everyday interaction between
children and teachers.
Lastly, the demand for implementing media
education in early childhood education requires that
media education be included in teacher training
programs. Research, however, suggests that media
education is a marginal subject in early childhood
teacher education in Finland as well as internationally
(Friedrichs-Liesenkötter, 2015; Salomaa, Palsa, &
Malinen, 2017; Share, 2017). Additional findings are
that preservice teachers give teaching critical media
literacy high value (Salomaa et al., 2017) but do not feel
confident introducing children to media content with
which they are not familiar (Souto-Manning & PriceDennis, 2012).
Participants and course design
The participants (N=15) were first-year early
childhood preservice teachers in a Finnish universitybased early childhood education teacher program. 3 As
all but one of the participants were female, and as
matters of gender are not discussed in this paper, all
preservice teachers are referred to by the feminine noun.
The structure of the course is presented in Figure 1.

Figure 1. Overview of course design

3

The particular class was a segregated training group funded
by the Finnish Ministry of Education. Due to the different
criteria for eligibility, the student population was more
heterogeneous than in the “basic” class. Several students had
worked in kindergartens as child minders and some had
previous university degrees, while others had only graduated

from high school but had undergone basic studies in
educational sciences as open university studies. Due to the
special nature of the participating class, no additional
background information is provided in order to protect their
anonymity.
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The participants wrote a diary throughout the course.
These diaries (150 pages in total) form the empirical
data of this paper. Permission to use the diaries as
research data was sought after the course, as opposed to
before, so as to avoid influencing the content of diary
entries (de Oliveira Nascimento & Knobel, 2017). The
diaries were to be returned to the teacher of the course
(the author) two weeks after the last meeting.
The contact lessons consist of an introductory
session, kindergarten movie project, and group
reflection. In the introductory session, the participants
were first asked to draw a concept map around two
themes: “children and media” and “media education.”
They were further instructed to reflect on the kinds of
presumptions that they have about children’s media use
as well as what they understand about media education.
The concept maps were later written and used as the first
input in the course diary. This was done in order to have
them reflect upon their initial views and beliefs. Next,
the scholarly definitions of media education and media
literacy were presented to and discussed with the
participants.
After that, the course design was introduced. The
participants were told that the pedagogical aim of the
kindergarten movie project was to explore the
intertextuality of media texts with the children. The
concept of intertextuality refers to an idea that every text
is a tapestry of two or more (previous) texts (Kristeva,
1986), which also applies to children’s media texts. For
example, many Disney movies are more or less
grounded in classical fairy tales (i.e., Sleeping Beauty,
Snow White, Cinderella, The Little Mermaid, Aladdin,
Beauty and the Beast, Tangled, and Frozen) and
historical accounts (Pocahontas).
These so-called everyday (media) texts can be so
common that we fail to pay attention to the kinds of
messages about our world which they convey (Vasquez,
2012, p. 80). These messages can be problematic, for
example in terms of gender and ethnicity, and
experienced differently by different people (Coyne,
Linder, Rasmussen, Nelson, & Birkbeck, 2016; SoutoManning & Price-Dennis, 2012).
A large-scale content analysis of characters in a
video game revealed a systematic over-representation of
males, whites, and adults and a systematic underrepresentation of females, Hispanics, Native Americans,
children, and the elderly (Williams et al., 2009).

Additionally, despite the advent of more progressive
Disney heroines in recent years, the male character and
voice still dominate in popular children’s movies
(Golden & Jacoby, 2018). Thus, from a media
educational viewpoint, it is highly important to help
children become aware that certain representations of
people are more prevalent than others in media texts.
One starting point for this path is to aid children in
noticing that there are recurring themes in media texts in
terms of storylines.
To familiarize the preservice teachers with
intertextuality, popular children’s media texts, such as
Frozen, were analyzed collaboratively during the
introduction workshop. They were also taught how to
use the devices (the iPad) as well as the applications
(iStopMotion; iMovie) needed for making the movies.
The decision to use media production (movie-making)
as a method for exploring intertextuality was grounded
in the research literature that promotes the possibilities
of media production in the development of critical
media literacy (Buckingham, 2015). Both the goal and
the methods were in line with the media educational
alignments of the Finnish National Core Curriculum
(Finnish National Board of Education).
The actual movie project took place over two
consecutive days on the premises of a local
kindergarten. The preservice teachers had visited the
group once earlier in the semester. The aim of the first
day was to plan and create the story line, characters, and
scenery. It was up to the preservice teachers and children
to decide which techniques (i.e., animation, acting) they
would use to create the movies4.
The second day was used for shooting and editing
the movie. The preservice teachers worked either in
pairs or in groups of three. The children were divided
into small groups of three or four by the educators of the
group. I was present on both days and acted as a
pedagogical and technological support.
At the end of the course, the preservice teachers
presented their projects (including the movies) to the
others in the course. For the presentation, they were
instructed to articulate the pedagogical bases of the
choices they had made during the project. The themes
and questions arising from the presentations were
discussed by the whole group.

4

animation included play-dough, Lego, plastic animals, and
self-crafted cardboard figures.

Stop-motion animations were the most popular choice. One
group acted scenes from those made via iStopMotion. The
children’s choices of materials used in the stop-motion
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Analysis
An abductive approach guided the analysis process.
Abductive reasoning discards the idea that the
researcher’s observations and interpretations could be
purely inductive and acknowledges that there is always
a guiding theoretical thread included in the analysis
process (Grönfors, 2011). In this study, the first
theoretical thread was the critical remarks about how
children and teachers are characterized in child-centered
education (e.g., Hempel-Jorgensen, 2015; Langford,
2010; Hytönen, 2008). The second thread was the way
in which children are represented in public discourses
about children and media (Donnelly, 2016; Palmer,
2015 Rosin, 2013; Twenge, 2017).
Unlike in deductive analysis, the following of a
theoretical thread does not mean that the theory is taken
as a given or that the role of the analysis process is
simply to test the theory. Instead, in abductive analysis,
the researcher moves between inductive reasoning and
existing theoretical models to open up new ways of
theorizing on the phenomenon under investigation (Dey,
2003) by practicing a constant comparative analysis
method (Suddaby, 2006). There are no universal or all-

applicable rules governing how constant comparison
should be carried out in practice. It is suggested that it is
the research objective (Fram, 2013) and the kind of
material involved (Boeije, 2002) that determine the
number of steps taken and the types of comparisons
carried out during the analysis process.
In this study, comparison took place on three levels
that were more overlapping than purely sequential in
nature: 1) comparison between data and theory, 2)
comparison within the data, and 3) comparison between
the categories formed during the first two phases of
comparison. Initially, I went through all the data and
sought references to beliefs about children and media,
perceptions of child-centered education, and initial
views of media education. Parts that discussed such
topics were highlighted from the diaries and collected
into an Excel file. Next, linkages to previous research
were opened up next to data extracts. Table 1. provides
an example of the coding procedures by using childcentered education as a reference. The acronym PST
refers to preservice teacher. More extracts from the data
are presented in the Findings section to improve the
reliability and clarity of the research.

Table 1. Example of the first phase of the analytical comparison
Data extract
Our goal was to implement childinitiated pedagogy and try not to
guide the course of the project too
much. (PST#1)

Interpretation
In child-initiated pedagogy,
teacher’s role is to provide
facilities for learning but not to
actively participate in and
mediate the process.

At the second phase, the diaries were read vertically
(close reading of one diary at a time) and horizontally
(comparative reading of all the diaries) to gain an
understanding of the similarities and differences
between the data from different participants.
Via these phases, four collective categories were
formed: 1) child-centeredness as the core of early
childhood education, 2) beliefs about children and
media, 3) ambiguity of media literacy as an educational
goal, and 4) insecurity about oneself as a media
educator.
In the third and the final phases, these categories
were compared with each other to identify if and how
these categories were related to each other in shaping
preservice teachers’ understanding of childcenteredness in the context of media education.

Links to previous research
Children as self-directed learners
(Oelkers, 2002); learning as
interaction between child and
environment (Rajab & Wright,
2018); teacher as a facilitator
(Langford, 2010).

FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION
The findings of this study suggest that preservice
teachers’ understanding of child-centered education in
the context of media education is a combination of
broader traditions and values of early childhood
education and specific media educational aspects. Next,
these issues will be discussed in more detail in four subsections. In the first one, the focus is on the participants’
relationship with child-centered education. In the
following three sub-sections, I will dig deeper into the
more specific media educational aspects. These themes
are more overlapping and interactive than distinguished
and independent. Preservice teachers, for example,
reported low media educational self-efficacy and
considered children to be more skilled with media than
themselves, and perceptions were in relation to a one-
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sided view of media literacy in which the operational
dimension of media literacy (ability to use devices and
applications) was overemphasized.

The interactions and relations between the main
themes are illustrated in Figure 2.

Figure 2. Aspects shaping the ways how child-centeredness is approached in the context of media education
Child-centeredness as the core of early childhood
education

wrote how child-centeredness was the primary goal or
guiding approach of their movie project.

A desire to conduct child-centered education was a
central theme in practically every diary, either on a
philosophical or a practical level. An illustrative
example of the former is the opening sentence from one
diary in which the participant writes:

Child-initiated pedagogy is reflected in the fact that the children
have had the lead role in designing, implementing, and
preparing, etc. [Name of a classmate] and I just provided a safe
framework for implementing this project. (PST#10)

Today, I drew a circle on an A4 paper. Inside the circle I wrote
“Me as a media educator… After that, I drew three lines on the
paper. At the end of the lines, I wrote the words: enabler,
familiarizing to media, and child-centered educator. (PST#12)

The extract suggests that child-centeredness was a
guiding principle in her approach to what media
education is and what it demands from the teacher. Put
differently, child-centeredness was understood as an allencompassing pedagogical principle that should be
implemented in all early childhood education, including
media education. Accordingly, several other participants

We aimed to keep the project as child-initiated as possible. We
adults should have the role of supporter and observer. (PST#5)

The prevalence of and emphasis on child-centered
education is an interesting phenomenon, as it was not a
required theme to address in the diaries. This also
applies to the way child-centered education was
discussed in the data. For example, it would have been
rather logical if those who named child-centeredness as
the primary goal of their movie project were openly
critical of the project, the goals and methods of which
(supporting children’s critical media literacy by
exploring intertextuality of media texts via movie
making) were determined by an adult  that is, the
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author. This, however was not the case. While some
preservice teachers referred to the Finnish National Core
Curriculum of Early Childhood Education (Finnish
National Board of Education, 2016) when describing the
importance of child-centered education, others simply
stated it being important per se. In other words, it
appeared that the participants considered childcenteredness to be something expected from them, and
that this expectation overrode the media educational
goals. One participant, for example, introduced her and
her classmate’s project by stating that “we did not guide
the discussions based on our goals  but the whole
animation project was implemented on children’s ideas”
(PST#15).
When reading the diaries, it became evident that in
preservice teachers’ understanding of child-centered
education the teacher is not considered an active
mediator or participant, but what Langford (2010) has
described as “facilitator” and “stage manager” (or
“enabler,” “supporter,” and “observer,” to use
preservice teachers’ own terms) who operates behind the
scenes. In other words, the teacher’s task is to organize
the physical, social, and psychological learning
environment so that learning and development can
happen, but not to actively participate in the children’s
learning process. In such understanding of childcenteredness, children are considered self-directed
learners whose learning take place in interactions with
their environment (e.g., Chung & Walsh, 2000; Oelkers,
2002; Rajab & Wright, 2018).
These notions are problematic for at least two
reasons. First, such views make children accountable for
their own learning and reduce the teacher’s educational
responsibility. It is quite unreasonable to expect that a
group of children would end up critically reflecting on
the intertextual tapestry of media texts by themselves, or
with minimal guidance. Second, the idea of childinitiated pedagogies as something that is all about
children’s ideas is an awkward one, as it neglects the fact
that children’s autonomy and independence from
teachers are also adult-determined goals for pedagogical
activities. In addition, children’s freedom inside
institutional education is always freedom within some
limits.
These limits can be schedules that structure the day
(i.e., fixed lunch and naptimes) or relate to the social or
practical rules of the kindergarten, to name a few
examples. In fact, some preservice teachers explained in
their diaries how they had invested a lot of effort in
motivating and engaging some of the children, who felt
that shooting the frames for the movie was too slow-

paced. Letting the children quit the project was not an
option for them and, thus, the only feasible childinitiated ideas and actions would be those that fit inside
teachers’ predetermined boundaries.
Beliefs about children and media
As stated in the Introduction, children of the current
era are often considered a homogenous and digitalsavvy generation. Such images were also identified from
the diaries, as many of the preservice teachers appeared
to possess beliefs that children, even this young,
outshine older generations in using and understanding
media. As put by one of them:
I think that already small children are much more competent than
adults are. Today, children are born around media, especially
social media, so they get used to it better, compared to an adult
who has lived a different life long before social media. (PST#14)

Her choice of words is almost a rephrase of
Prensky’s (2001) claim of younger generations being
“digital natives” who are surrounded by and use various
digital devices and content and, thus, are “native
speakers” of the digital language of computers, video
games, and the Internet. The extract also portrays older
generations as “digital immigrants,” who  according to
Prensky (2001)  despite their efforts to adapt to the
new digital environment, always retain their “accent” to
some degree because they were socialized differently
from their children and are now in the process of
learning a new language.
On the other hand, some of the preservice teachers
saw young children as unable to have a critical attitude
toward the messages and influences of commercial
media.
Obviously, media representatives and especially advertisers have
understood that children are the easiest to influence because they
still cannot be critical towards the media. In addition, everything
from toothbrushes to bed covers are associated with the trend of
that time. Take Frozen, for example. There surely are Frozen
toothbrushes or a bed covers available in stores. … Media is full
of ads that try to influence the user. Without the right kind of
criticality, it can result in some bad stuff. (PST#3)

In this view the child is positioned as an “innocent”
user of media who is exposed to content she or he cannot
understand nor have a critical attitude toward. This
“victimized” image of the child is also a common
illustration in public discourses of children and media
(Selwyn, 2003). The preservice teachers also expressed
their concern that children’s encounters with media are
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mere passive reception of different kinds of digital
content, namely movies, children’s programs, and
games.
These initial views, however, were not static, but
subject to change and/or reinforcement during the
course. For those having an initial assumption of
children being handy users of digital media, the movie
project appeared to strengthen such views. Preservice
teachers possessing a more anxious attitude, in turn,
appeared to be relieved to see children using digital
media for self-expression and creation in quite a skillful
manner.
This phenomenon was neatly captured in the diary of
PST#3. As pointed out in the previous extract, her initial
view of the need for media education was based on the
importance of teaching children about critical media
literacy  a view shared by many Finnish preservice
teachers (Salomaa et al., 2017). As this was also the
pedagogical core of the movie project, it would have
seemed presumable that she would have discussed these
themes throughout the diary. That, however, was not the
case. In the evaluation of the movie project she made no
references to the development of critical media literacy
but commented with her observations of children’s
handiness with digital media.
Perhaps the most important thing I have learned from this course
is that kids are really capable technology users. Children should
be freely given the opportunity5 to express themselves with
digital devices. (PST#3)

It is important to notice that what the children were
asked to do was not exceptionally technically
demanding. Their tasks were mainly to take pictures for
the stop-motion movie and to drag video clips across the
screen, both simple functions that even three-year-olds
are often able to perform unassisted (Friedman, 2016;
Marsh, Plowman, Yamada-Rice, Bishop, Lahmar, Scott
& Thornhill et al., 2015). Thus, the notion that when
five- to seven-year-olds are asked to take pictures, they
prove to be quite good at it, is not a spectacular one.
Moreover, the logic that the ability to take pictures
and drag items is evidence of broader media literacy
would be awkward, as having operational skills does not
mean that children would be able to critically evaluate
digital media texts.

5

The choice of words “children should be freely given the
opportunity” once again suggests that the participant possesses

Ambiguity of media literacy as an educational goal
Another main finding of this study is that the
ambiguity and multidimensionality of media literacy (as
an educational goal) challenges preservice teachers’
conceptions of what media education is about. As
previously discussed, media literacy can be approached
as operational, critical, and cultural capacities (e.g.,
Buckingham, 2009; Marsh, 2017). Whereas some of the
participants emphasized the importance of supporting
children’s critical media literacy, in several cases
participants’ initial perception of media education was
highly device-centered, and media education was
conceptualized as “familiarizing children with different
kinds of devices and technologies” (PST#6), which
refers to supporting children’s operational media
literacy.
It is also important to acknowledge that the three
dimensions of media literacy differ from each other not
only in their contents but also in their concreteness.
Whereas learning how to use a new device or application
is concrete evidence of development of operational
media literacy, the development of critical media
literacy is much more difficult to operationalize and
recognize. To put this statement into context, if the child
does not know how to use iMovie at the beginning of the
project but learns how to master it during the project, the
gain of new skills is unquestionable evidence of
development of operational media literacy. Conversely,
it would be rather bold to state that after the movie
project children would be capable of critically observing
the intertextual features of children’s media texts in any
given situation. In addition, the need for the children to
learn how to use the devices and applications needed in
the project is more immediate than the need for learning
critical media literacy. Put differently, if the children
cannot use the devices and applications, the movie
project falls short, whereas critical media literacy is not
required for finishing the movie.
The disparity between (concrete) operational and
(abstract) critical media literacy is highlighted by the
fact that no examples of how the project supported
children’s critical media literacy were included in the
diaries (despite that being the objective of the project).
Instead, the diaries contained rich numbers of examples
of children’s learning of operational skills. Interestingly,

a view of child-centered media education in which the
teacher’s role is to be a mere enabler.
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development of operational media literacy was also the
most prominent theme in the participants’ evaluations of
what they learned during the course. The following
extracts are representative samples from the data.

children’s media texts and gave them a couple of
concrete examples. One of them recalled in her diary
that:
We talked with the teacher [author] during the project, and he
told us that our movie, which we started to design, has mediacultural intertextuality. Our film had the same features as
Onneli’s and Anneli’s Winter6 and Watership Down.7 In both
films, the forest is cut down, and the characters are forced to
move to another location. (PST#14)

When making the animation, the children were able to use the
device well and independently as we had gone through how the
iStopMotion application works. (PST#4)
This course gave me more information on the use of the iPad and
the applications it offers (iStop-motion and iMovie) and their use
in an actual early childhood education environment. (PST#13)

Insecurity about self as a media educator
In the beginning of the diaries, the preservice
teachers were asked to describe their initial views of self
as a media educator. Given that the participants were
first year preservice teachers, it was rather unsurprising
that they described themselves as novices when it came
to media educational professionalism. To quote one of
the participants, “I do not feel myself as a media
educator at this time, but I want to develop into a good
one” (PST#5). However, many participants also
expressed that they feel insecure about their personal
competencies concerning media and media culture in
general.
The contemporary media world is unfamiliar to me. (PST#9)
We adults are uncompromisingly out of the ever-accelerating
evolution, where the media increasingly and more regularly
schedules and determines daily life. (PST#7)

Doubts about one’s media content knowledge and
low media educational self-efficacy are common among
in-service and preservice early childhood teachers (e.g.,
Garvis & Pendergast, 2011; Salomaa & Mertala, 2019;
Souto-Manning & Price-Dennis, 2012). In the present
study it was noticed that participants’ insecurity about
self as a media educator constrained their pedagogical
thinking in the movie project. An illustrative example
was one movie project in which the children came up
with an idea that the movie would be about three
squirrels who have to find a new home because their
home-trees have been cut down. According to the
children, the idea was based on the movie Alvin and the
Chipmunks, which two of the children were familiar
with. Already during the manuscript phase, I told the
preservice teachers that such a plot is quite common in
Onneli’s and Anneli’s Winter is a Finnish children’s book
by Marjatta Kurenniemi (1968). It was adapted into a motion
picture in 2015.
6

However, even though both the children and I
informed the preservice teachers about the reference
movies, these intertextual connections were not
discussed with the children. Given that Onneli’s and
Anneli’s Winter was a box office hit (Hautamäki &
Sotaniemi, 2016) and well-known among even those
Finnish kindergarteners who had not seen the movie
(Lehtikangas & Mulari, 2016), it is presumable that the
children would have been familiar with the plot, and
pinpointing this similarity would had served as a fruitful
starting point for a media educational explorative
discussion with the children.
It seems that the preservice teachers did not feel that
they would have enough content knowledge to address
these issues with the children. Based on the diaries, they
were not familiar with Onneli’s and Anneli’s Winter and
Watership Down. Similarly, as “Alvin” was misspelled
as “Alvar” in the diaries, Alvin and the Chipmunks was
also an unfamiliar movie for them. This conclusion is
supported by previous research, which has identified
that it does not feel natural for preservice teachers to
introduce media texts to children about which they are
not very familiar, as they think that they should always
be more knowledgeable than children (Souto-Manning
& Price-Dennis, 2012). Such views were expressed by
the participants in this study as well. According to one
of them:
To be a good media educator and to be able to teach children
about media, one must have up-to-date knowledge about what is
happening in the field of media. (PST#11)

That being said, it is worth questioning how much
knowledge about some particular media texts one
actually needs in order to be able to conduct media
education. It is impossible for anyone to be familiar with
all the possible traditional and contemporary media
texts, but teachers should have the means to guide
7

Watership Down (1972) is a fantasy novel by Richard
Adams, which has been adapted into an animated movie
(1978) and children’s television series (1999–2001).

Mertala ǀ Journal of Media Literacy Education, 12(1), 26-41, 2020

35

children’s attention toward the possible similarities
between the media texts that children are aware of. In
this case, even though the preservice teachers had no
references in mind, they could still have stimulated the
children’s thinking by asking the children whether they
were aware of any other movies, children’s programs, or
stories in which someone has to leave his or her home 
be it a tree or not.
CONCLUSIONS
In this research study, course diaries from 15
preservice early childhood teachers were analyzed to
explore the following research question: How do
preservice teachers approach child-centered education
in the context of media education? The main findings
can be summarized as follows. First, preservice teachers
approached child-centered education as an allencompassing principle that guides early childhood
education. Second, media education-related issues 
beliefs about children and media, ambiguity of media
literacy, and insecurity about oneself as a media
educator  appear to bolster views of children as selfdriven learners and teachers as mere facilitators who do
not have an active role in children’s learning processes.
The combination of decontextualized beliefs about
children and media and a strong desire to be childcentered educators propelled the preservice teachers to
neglect the critical dimension of the media education
project on which this study was based.
The findings of this study support the numerous
arguments about the dangers and shortcomings of
uncritical and simplistic approaches to child-centered
education (Hempel-Jorgensen, 2015; Hytönen, 2008;
Langford, 2010), and this growing body of research
challenges the assumption that child-centered beliefs are
by default an indicator of teacher quality (Hur et al.,
2015). Thus, researchers and educators should question
whether
child-centeredness
and
child-initiated
pedagogies should be the flagship terms of 21st-century
early childhood education.
This argument is also grounded in the ways in which
these terms are used in the recent research literature. For
example, Helavaara Robertson and her colleagues’
(2015) view of child-initiated pedagogies being a coconstruction of learning experiences between children,
adults, and the environment does not actually put the
child or his/her initiatives in the center of the education;
the central element is the interaction between different
stakeholders. This notion is almost identical to

Kupianen and Sintonen’s (2009) description of media
education being intentional interaction between
educator (adult), educatee (children), and media culture
(environment). Acknowledging these similarities raises
the question: what exactly makes the aforementioned
approach child-initiated in the first place? Could it be
that child-centeredness and child-initiated pedagogies
are sometimes nothing more than rhetorical devices to
distinguish ourselves from teacher-centered approaches,
even though there is nothing particularly child-centered
in our own approach (see also Sriprakash, 2010)?
That being said, I wish to make it clear from the
outset that I am not suggesting a return to teachercentered views of education in which children are
understood as incompetent or incomplete “becomings”
(Uprichard, 2008). What I am proposing here is that it is
worth considering whether we should move away from
discourses and labels that exclusively emphasize either
children of teachers, as by highlighting one we tend to
cast a shadow over the other (see also Mascolo, 2009).
My suggestion, inspired by Kant and Schleiermacher
(Siljander, 2002), is that the relationship and interaction
between the educator and the educatee is the element
that should be placed in the center of education. This socalled pedagogical interaction has some unique features.
First, the interaction is intentional, as the educator aims
for the learning and development of the educatee. The
interaction is also asymmetrical; the educator not only
has the power over the educatee, but she is also
responsible for the best of the educatee and for society.
Third, the relationship is paradoxical, as the educator
uses her power to liberate the educatee from being under
her power (Siljander, 2002).
It is precisely the tensioned relationship between
freedom and coercion where concepts such as childcenteredness and teacher-centeredness run short. During
the last meeting, I managed to challenge the pre-service
teachers to think about the importance of child-teacher
interaction. These discussions enabled some of them to
critically reflect on their understanding of child-initiated
pedagogy. In the words of one participant:
I think our teacher said it well to us when he asked: “what is the
role of the teacher if she does not say anything to the children?”
The teacher is always the one with the responsibility, whether
she intervenes in things and guides children or not. These
comments helped me to structure my own thinking of what childcenteredness in early childhood education means. Certainly, I
will return to this subject on several occasions during my studies
as well as during my working life. (PST#2)
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Implications for teacher education
It is important to acknowledge that no preservice
teacher starts any course from a tabula rasa position and
participants’ initial conceptions of child-centered
education, media education, and children and media
were something they already possessed when they
entered into the course. Taguchi (2007) has used a
metaphor of “toolbox” for these initial views, values,
and beliefs. According to her, preservice teachers enter
their training with a toolbox already filled (and
continuously refilling itself) with educational theories
and methods that need to be critically unpacked (as in
the case of child-centeredness in this paper). For her,
teacher education is about practicing a continuous
process of unpacking and repacking what is already in
this toolbox, relating it to other ways of thinking, and
constructing new transgressive supplements. These, in
turn, need to be deconstructed and repeatedly
reconsidered as a continuous self-reflexive process
(Taguchi, 2007).
As the previous extract from PST#2 illustrates, some
preservice teachers’ “toolboxes” were unpacked and
repacked during the course. She had initial ideas and
beliefs about child-centered education and children and
media, which were subject to change during the course.
Moreover, her statement that she will certainly “return
to this subject on several occasions during my studies as
well as during my working life” further implies that this
process is a continuing one. Continuous and profound
reflection, however, is a demanding task, and it would
be unreasonable to ask preservice teachers to go through
it by themselves. Instead, critical reflection on essential
questions about children, teaching, and learning should
be a transversal theme that pierces through the whole
teacher education curriculum and is explicitly included
in the syllabus of teacher education programs (for
further discussion, see Mertala & Salomaa, 2019). By
doing so, the pedagogical pitfalls inherent in simplistic
understandings of child-centeredness can be avoided,
not only in the context of media education, but also in
early childhood education in general.
LIMITATIONS
While this study has provided important and novel
information, it is not without its limitations. As the data
were collected from an initial teacher education course,
the decisions I, as the teacher, had made regarding the
course design shaped participants’ experiences and
learning opportunities. For example, the use of digital

tools (tablet computers and movie-making apps) may
have guided some participants to reflect on media
literacy mainly as an operational competence  that is,
the ability to master the device and applications. In
addition, the schedule of the course played a role in
shaping participants’ experiences. Some of them
commented that two mornings was insufficient to
conduct both tasks: to analyze the storylines and
characters, and film the actual movie. The fear of
running out of time may have propelled them to rush
through the intertextual media analysis component, as it
would have been unpleasant (and seemed
unprofessional) to leave the children with an unfinished
project. This fear, however, was overemphasized, as all
the groups finished their projects well before the
deadline. Thus, it is worth questioning whether different
methods of media production (i.e., story crafting or
puppet theater) and a more flexible time-frame would
have led to different experiences.
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